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 For a moment, imagine that North Carolina’s total 
water supply is stored in one immense bowl and that every 
resident, new and old, is given a straw to siphon water 
for their daily gardening, industrial, recreational, and 
personal needs.  This consumption would be enormous, 
since every American uses about 100 gallons of water 
each day – compared with residents throughout the rest 
of the world, especially in poorer countries, who may 
have access to fewer than five gallons per day (National 
Geographic, 2010).  
 Now, consider that the total amount of water available 
today is the same as it was millions of years ago; that the 
worldwide population increases by 83 million people each 
year; and that North Carolina’s population is estimated to 
increase by more than four million new residents by 2030 
(Wohlschlegel and Outzs, 2010).  Water resources are 
seriously threatened by the impact of population growth 
on open space.  According to Wohlschlegel and Ouzts:
…between 1987 and 2007, an average of 
325 acres of natural lands were converted to 
residential or commercial use in North Carolina 
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every day.  North Carolina has lost more than 
one million acres of natural lands in the past 
decade, more than any other state in the U.S.
These straightforward yet daunting facts alert us to the 
important role that water conservation and protection play 
in our own state.   
 Recent and prolonged droughts, as well as natural 
and manmade disasters, remind us that access to clean 
water is not certain.  Protecting our water resources – 
in the form of rivers, streams and wetlands – becomes 
not just a consideration but a necessity.  Doing so 
productively will demand new ways of thinking, 
legislating, and acting.  State government, for example, 
will need to support stricter laws and more creative, 
incentive-based policies.  Because water resources cross 
political boundaries, future challenges may require us to 
rethink our complicated inter-governmental relations and 
redefine those boundaries.  Protecting our water resources 
will require more dialogue, more cooperation, and less 
ideological polarization if we are to meet the wants and 
needs of our growing population.  
 Because of the threatened state of our water systems 
today, water resource management is a critical component 
of any successful urban sustainability initiative. 
Regardless of their other well-planned systems, both rural 
and metropolitan communities cannot survive and thrive 
without an adequate water supply.  North Carolina’s 
cities and neighborhoods are becoming greener, with 
more parks, urban gardens, greenways, and other design 
elements dotting the landscape, but the greening of cities 
also requires water resource conservation.  
 Policy changes resulting from innovative programs 
such as the Clean Water Management Trust Fund 
(CWMTF) have helped to facilitate an increased focus on 
water resource protection in North Carolina.  The CWMTF 
was established in 1996 in response to an environmental 
catastrophe on the Neuse River that resulted in broadly 
publicized fish kills.  Since our state’s economy relies 
heavily on tourism and the second-home market, the 
national and international headlines touting polluted 
inland and coastal waters were not what recruiters, 
businesses, or residents want to broadcast about our state.
 Since its inception, the CWMTF has distributed 
approximately $1 billion in competitive grants to 
nonprofits and governmental agencies to clean up the 
state’s surface waters.  Grants have funded stream 
restoration, land conservation, and innovative wastewater 
treatment projects.  The CWMTF, coupled with community 
sweat equity and creativity, private foundation funds, 
bonds, and other government programs, has helped to 
reclaim abused and neglected rivers, streams, and creeks; 
conserve forever thousands of acres of land; and achieve 
greater vitality for communities across the entire state. 
 Recognizing the importance of water conservation 
in urban greening efforts, this article features three cities 
in North Carolina that have simultaneously addressed 
greening and water issues.  In their respective projects, 
each group sought to preserve a “sense of place,” involve 
diverse stakeholders, and improve the economy while 
protecting the environment.  Along the way, project 
stakeholders helped to revitalize a riverfront on the Neuse 
and Trent Rivers in New Bern, restore a creek and wildlife 
corridor in Huntersville, and bring wetlands education to 
an African-American neighborhood in south Raleigh.  
 If the rest of us are to address similar problems in 
our own communities, we will need to change the way 
we have approached urban problems in the recent past. 
This will likely mean cleaning up debris and reclaiming 
brownfields, as was done at the Raleigh Walnut Creek 
Wetland Center.  It may also require working with the 
political leadership to pass parks and recreation bonds that 
fund creek restoration and green alternative transportation 
routes, as was done in Huntersville and Mecklenburg 
County.  Or, it may involve riverfront reclamation for 
public health and tourism purposes, as was done in New 
Bern.  Seeing the change we want will mean having the 
courage and the leadership to design comprehensive 
projects that address multiple issues in the same stroke. 
 While many environmental conservation efforts in 
our state have focused on large, rural upland tracts of 
more than 100 acres, we must also focus on urban riparian 
buffers as potential areas for water resource protection. 
Those organizations working on this issue, such as 
Asheville-based RiverLink, Inc., recognize that riparian 
buffers in urban areas can help to clean the air, provide 
alternative routes for transportation, reduce sedimentation, 
and provide wildlife habitats.  North Carolina has led the 
way in water protection and ecological health in the past, 
and we now have the potential to lead other states into 
the future.  The lessons learned from the North Carolina 
cities featured here provide a peek into how we can work 
together for greener communities across the state.  Those 
lessons include the following principles: 
• Water resource protection takes a village. No one 
agency, individual, or institution working alone 
can create really successful projects.  The synergy 
in collaboration can turn good projects into great 
projects that change how we live and enjoy our 
communities.
• Change does not happen overnight.  Each of these 
projects illustrates the importance of being patient 
and persistent.  Anything that is worth doing is worth 
doing right.  Leaders, government priorities, and 
economic conditions may change, but a good project 
will weather these setbacks and evolve, coming to 
fruition in time.  
• Project funding can emerge through dollars or sweat 
equity.  If the project is creative and attracts diverse 
support, it will succeed.  Each of the projects presented 
here leveraged broad-based community support to 
marry a variety of funding sources and interests.
• Education, environment, economy and excellence 
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comprise the “four Es.”  When you have all four Es 
in one project, you will have a winner; and if you add 
economic justice, you will have a community revived.
• Creating a shared vision is imperative.  While 
the vision will evolve, each of these projects had 
champions along the way who shared their thoughts 
and time, asked for others’ needs and opinions, and 
incorporated suggestions into a project with broad 
support.
 Building a better future will require resource sharing. 
The environmental and population changes we face will 
present new challenges that will encourage us to embrace 
differences, engage in dialogue, challenge each other, and 
re-engage until we achieve a shared vision for moving 
forward.  After all, we all live downstream.
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New Bern Buoys its Downtown through Riverwalk 
Project
Susan Moffat Thomas, Swiss Bear Downtown               
Development Corporation
Editors’ Note: The annual conference of the North 
Carolina Chapter of the American Planning Association 
(NCAPA) will be held in New Bern this year.  This article 
describes some of the city’s ongoing greening efforts that 
conference attendees can experience during their visit.
New Bern, North Carolina’s colonial capital and first 
state capital, ushered in its 300th anniversary on December 
31, 2009.  The anniversary celebration has served as a catalyst 
for millions of dollars of investment and construction in 
this waterfront city’s downtown, including $3.5 million 
for 1.5 miles of major streetscape improvements to Broad 
Street; $40 million for the replacement of the Alfred 
Cunningham Bridge over the Trent River; construction 
of the new $60 million N.C. History Education Center 
adjacent to the Tryon Palace gardens on the Trent River; the 
$10-12 million renovation of the historic Federal Building; 
numerous private residential and commercial construction 
projects; and substantial progress on the completion of a 
continuous, two-mile Riverwalk along the Trent and Neuse 
River shoreline.
Founded in 1710 by Baron 
Christoph von Graffenried and named 
for the Swiss capital, New Bern is 
located on a spectacular peninsula 
at the confluence of the Trent and 
Neuse Rivers. The rectangular grid 
pattern of the streets extended to 
the water’s edge, where wharves, 
piers, warehouses, and shops housed 
the community’s trading economy. 
From its earliest days, New Bern’s 
waterfront was key to its success –
first as an important colonial port 
city, and later as a bustling railroad 
and shipbuilding center.  The town’s 
growth was slow and incremental until 
WWII, when the military installation 
at Cherry Point and other bases in 
the region accelerated growth to the 
northwest and south of town.  Like 
many small cities, however, New 
Bern’s downtown began to decline as 
industry abandoned rails and rivers 
for superhighways, and as citizens 
moved away from the downtown 
area to reside and shop in the newly 
developing suburbs. 
The downtown waterfront 
steadily declined, eventually turning 
into a collection of deteriorating New Bern Riverwalk Master Plan.  Map courtesy of Susan Moffat Thomas.
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warehouses and commercial buildings.  As businesses 
closed, buildings were boarded up and many old, historic 
homes were demolished.  The construction of the Neuse 
River Bridge in the early 1950s led to the widening of 
Broad Street, creating a barrier between the residential 
area and the central business district.
Downtown New Bern reached its lowest point in the 
early 1970s, when – under urban renewal – all but three 
buildings on a 14-acre Trent River tract were demolished 
and a bulkhead was constructed along the water’s edge. 
The tract lay vacant throughout the decade, despite 
proposals generated by a redevelopment commission.  
In 1977, community leaders and government officials 
took steps to reverse the downtown trend and commissioned 
a revitalization plan. Downtown’s waterfront orientation 
was seen as the basis for developing a new market, 
primarily consisting of recreation, retirement-oriented 
housing, and tourism, to bring a new affluent population 
of retirees, vacationers, and convention-goers into the 
central area of New Bern.
 A major element in the plan recommended a 
walkway along the Neuse and Trent River shoreline.  The 
City adopted the plan and retained ownership of a 30-
foot strip along Trent River in the 14-acre urban renewal 
parcel, constructing a sidewalk to ensure pedestrian 
access along the waterfront.  The goal was to eventually 
have a pedestrian connection along the Neuse and Trent 
Rivers throughout the downtown area.  To manage and 
coordinate New Bern’s renaissance, leaders from the city, 
county and community created the private nonprofit Swiss 
Bear Downtown Development Corporation in 1979 to 
spearhead and coordinate the revitalization of downtown 
and its waterfront. 
In 1980, the revitalization effort gained momentum 
when New Bern was among the first five North Carolina 
cities to participate in the Main Street Program,  created 
by the National Trust for Historic Preservation. Now 
administered through the N.C. Department of Commerce, 
the program provides technical support to smaller cities 
like New Bern that use historic preservation to promote 
economic development. Since that time, an aggressive 
revitalization effort and strong public-private partnership 
added millions to the tax base and created hundreds of 
jobs. Over $165 million has been invested in major 
rehabilitations and new construction, including four 
waterfront hotels, three marinas and major streetscape and 
park improvements. Tourism, a $12 million industry in 
the early 1980s, generated nearly $105 million in visitor 
spending in 2008.
By the late 1990s, completed sections of the 
Riverwalk were primarily in the downtown area. The 
best examples are Council Bluff Green, a small, two-
block park in a residential area along the Neuse River, 
and Union Point Park, located at the confluence of the 
Neuse and Trent Rivers.  Although concrete walkways of 
various widths – some set back from the water and others 
Union Point Park at the confluence of the two rivers, after renovation in the late 1990s.  Photo courtesy of Susan Moffat Thomas.
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at the water’s edge behind a bulkhead and railing – had 
been constructed over a 30-year period, the walkway was 
interrupted on many public and private properties. The 
Riverwalk along the urban renewal property ended at the 
railroad tracks on Hancock Street, adjacent to the new N.C. 
History Education Center on South Front Street.  In 2004, 
when planning began for New Bern’s 300th anniversary 
celebration, the City and Swiss Bear made the completion 
of the Riverwalk a top priority. A Connectivity Committee 
was formed to meet the goals and objectives. 
In 2006, Swiss Bear and the 300th Committee 
retained a firm to develop a master plan for completion of 
the Riverwalk from Queen Street to Lawson Creek Park, 
building on the sections already completed and those 
planned for the near future. Throughout the process, the 
Master Plan Steering Committee and the Connectivity 
Committee sought out professional expertise from 
volunteers, City officials and department heads, NCDOT 
staff, and board members who had a direct interest.
The plan envisions two main zones, urban and 
natural.  Although exposed aggregate concrete was used 
at Union Point Park and Council Bluff Green, the use of 
permeable pavers was recommended for the remaining 
walkways to meet state stormwater regulations. To 
provide the experience of moving from a historic 
downtown to walking through natural wetlands, the 
plan calls for a walkway on pilings along the shoreline 
all along Lawson Creek connecting to Leander Morgan 
Park and Lorenco Park, and continuing on to Lawson 
Creek Park. This rustic section, west of the pedestrian 
footbridge, would create opportunities for bird watching, 
fishing and contemplation. 
In 2007, the City approved the plan to complete the 
two-mile walkway, including the connection to Lawson 
Creek Park via a pedestrian footbridge. The 900-foot 
timber footbridge would connect with the downtown on 
City land and join the existing wetlands walk at the gazebo 
in Lawson Creek Park. Since there are no true public 
downtown transient docks available to citizens or visitors, 
transient boat docking facilities and a marina designed to 
replicate the old Neuse River Lighthouse off Jack’s Island 
were added to the plan.  The committee also envisioned 
acquiring the retired Herbert C. Bonner ferry, built in 
New Bern, for placement off Lawson Creek Park as a 
static artifact to use for receptions, concerts, engine room 
tours, etc. The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s Boating 
Infrastructure Grant (BIG) program, with grants funded 
from federal excise tax money to construct transient boat 
docking facilities, was identified as a resource.  
In 2008, The Harold H. Bate Foundation awarded 
Swiss Bear a $64,900 grant for the footbridge project and 
in April 2009, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service awarded 
Swiss Bear one of 18 national grants for its transient dock 
project.  The grant for $646,650 covers just under 50% of 
the total estimated cost of the project. 
Sidewalks in three blocks of privately-owned 
historic homes along East Front Street were designated 
parts of the Riverwalk. The City received a Coastal 
Management Waterfront Beach Access (CAMA) grant 
for $28,635, with a local match of $9,545, to develop a 
walkway in a park-like setting at the end of Queen Street. 
They also received a CAMA grant for $12,559, with a 
local match of $4,168, and developed the space at the 
end of Pollock connecting to a privately-owned tract on 
the north side of the waterfront Pollock Street Park and 
walkway. The owner of that tract recently developed a 
marina and restaurant and constructed a promenade in 
character with the promenade at Union Point Park along 
the Neuse River waterfront on his property, granting an 
easement to the City for the walkway.  The City is in 
the process of obtaining an easement from two private 
property owners to the south of the Pollock Street Park 
to construct a walkway on the Neuse River, several feet 
from the bulkheads of the two properties and connecting 
to the Union Point Park promenade.  This project will be 
funded through a CAMA grant (approximately $400,000 
with a local match).
A design firm created a concept plan for a park on a 
narrow tract of City land at the end of Broad Street from 
East Front to the Neuse River. This public green space 
would include benches, tree lighting and a 30-foot high 
sculpture commissioned by a New Bernian as a 300th 
anniversary gift to the City.  The sculpture commission 
fee and installation cost are approximately $150,000.  In 
addition, the estimated cost to develop the actual park at the 
end of Broad Street is $135,000 to $150,000.  Swiss Bear 
is organizing a campaign to raise funds by recognizing 
contributors on granite panels in the developed space.  
In addition, at the N.C. History Education Center 
(scheduled to open mid-summer 2010), a public 
pedestrian path/walkway is being constructed through a 
natural landscape and wetland near the Trent River.
As with any project of this magnitude, there are many 
obstacles to overcome.  The downturn in the economy has 
been a challenge for finding additional funding to complete 
the marina, footbridge and navigation hazard clearing.  A 
business plan to operate the marina has been drafted and 
the application for a major CAMA permit is under study. 
Another challenge has been gaining the full support of 
the newly elected Board of Aldermen and Mayor.  In 
the recent election, all but one incumbent lost their seats 
on the Board.  Swiss Bear accepts these challenges and 
will continue to pursue the ultimate goal of working in 
partnership with the City to complete a major attraction 
envisioned more than 30 years ago. 
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Mecklenburg County Invests in Green Infrastructure 
James Gordon, Mecklenburg County, and Will Wilhelm, 
Kimley-Horn and Associates, Inc.
  
The Torrence Creek Stream Restoration project 
in Huntersville, North Carolina, is an example of how 
Mecklenburg County’s investment in improving its 
green infrastructure continues to yield environmental, 
community, and financial returns.  This ecological 
restoration will improve riparian systems that have 
been damaged by decades of rapid growth.  Upon its 
completion, the planned stream, wetland, and floodplain 
restoration project will restore more than 7,500 linear feet 
of the main stem of Torrence Creek starting at McCoy 
Road, and 9,000 linear feet of Torrence Creek Tributary 
#2, from Interstate-77 to Bradford Hill Lane (at the 
confluence with the Torrence Creek main stem).  The 
planning, permitting, and design stages are complete. 
Construction began in February 2010 and will take 
approximately one year.
Project Background
Torrence Creek is a sub-watershed of the McDowell 
Creek watershed.  McDowell Creek flows into Mountain 
Island Lake, Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s primary source of 
drinking water.  Rapid population growth over the last 
three decades in Huntersville and Cornelius has increased 
water pollution and stream bank erosion in the entire 
watershed.  Sediment from construction sites and bank 
erosion have impaired aquatic habitat in McDowell Creek 
and its tributaries (including Torrence Creek), prompting 
the North Carolina Division of Water Quality (NC DWQ) 
to label the stream “impaired due to biological integrity” 
beginning in 2000.
To help improve this watershed, Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Storm Water Services (CMSWS) completed 
the McDowell Creek Watershed Management Plan 
(2006, revised 2008).  The first of its kind in Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, this plan is a comprehensive, strategic 
roadmap for the management and restoration of surface 
waters in the watershed.  It helps guide restoration 
project selection as well as individual project goals and 
objectives.  Torrence Creek and Torrence Creek Tributary 
#2 were identified in the plan as top candidates for stream 
restoration.  CMSWS also identified additional tributaries 
of Torrence Creek and segments of McDowell Creek as 
future stream restoration projects.
A greenway trail runs along the Torrence Creek 
main stem for 1.4 miles, and greenway trail extensions 
Torrence Creek Existing Conditions:  Overwide channel, bank erosion, collapsing banks, and lack of in-stream habitat.  Photo 
courtesy of Kimley-Horn and Associates, Inc.
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are proposed along Torrence Tributary #2.  The trail is 
part of the planned Torrence and Lower McDowell Creek 
Greenway System and fits into the overall Mecklenburg 
County Park and Recreation Department’s Greenway 
Master Plan (1999-2009).  CMSWS worked closely 
with the Park and Recreation Department to coordinate 
the Torrence Creek stream and wetland restoration with 
the planned greenway work.  Trail location and stream 
crossings were designed to complement the restoration 
project and achieve the Park and Recreation Department’s 
desired connectivity.  
Restoration Goals and Objectives
The goals of the restoration project are to create a 
stable stream system and improve the water quality and 
aquatic/terrestrial habitat of the streams and floodplain of 
Torrence Creek and Torrence Creek Tributary #2.  This 
will be accomplished through the following objectives:
• Remove excess nutrients and sediment from the 
stream by using existing and improved vegetative 
buffers and reconnecting the stream to a constructed 
floodplain or its historic floodplain.
• Increase dissolved oxygen concentration in the water 
using in-stream habitat structures (made of rocks 
and logs) and the turbulence they produce.
• Stabilize stream banks using bioengineering (native 
plants) and/or specific natural channel design 
techniques for each unique stream segment based on 
constraints and opportunities.
• Create aquatic habitat diversity by introducing 
woody habitat structures made of logs.
• Reduce water temperature by improving tree canopy 
and turbulence in the buffer areas.
• Control the invasive exotic plants by pre-treatment, 
removal during construction, and implementation of 
an invasive species control plan.
• Implement stormwater best management practices 
to stabilize stormwater outfalls.
• Improve riparian vegetative buffers to filter air 
pollutants and absorb carbon deposits.
• Improve aesthetics and provide the community with 
natural resource benefits.
Similar urban greening projects combining 
ecological restoration and greenway trails have proven 
to provide benefits to the community beyond the direct 
benefits to water quality and habitat.  Community benefits 
include:
Valley Fields Farm Stream Restoration, Davidson County, N.C.:  Post-construction example of similar restoration project (Rock 
Cross Vane).  Photo courtesy of Kimley-Horn and Associates, Inc.
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• Restoration and preservation of critical open space
• Flood reduction
• Safe alternative travel routes for pedestrians and 
bicyclists
• Improved plant and animal habitats
• Added economic value for adjacent properties
• Healthier water and air quality
• Better access to recreation
  
Funding Sources
The County leveraged multiple funding sources to 
conduct this green infrastructure project.  The following 
is a list of funding sources:
• Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water Services: 
$603,000.
• American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA, 
or federal stimulus program): $2,576,000.  (The 
ARRA award is a loan for this “green” project.  Half 
the amount is forgiven; the other half is to be repaid 
at 0% interest.)
• North Carolina Clean Water Management Trust 
Fund (CWMTF) Grant: $370,000.
The Pay-Off
In 2004, CMSWS established the City of Charlotte 
Stream and Wetland Mitigation Bank.  The Mitigation 
Bank’s goals include restoration, enhancement, and 
preservation of stream and wetland systems.
Restoration projects constructed by CMSWS 
generate credits that can be “banked” and used later to 
offset the stream and wetland impacts of City and County 
projects such as schools, roads, utilities, and Charlotte 
Douglas International Airport facilities. 
Prior to the establishment of the Mitigation Bank, 
City and County mitigation requirements were satisfied 
by purchasing credits from the State without regard for 
where the money would be spent. By having its own 
Mitigation Bank, the City of Charlotte can ensure that its 
mitigation dollars are used to support local projects, and 
that the resulting benefits are realized in Mecklenburg 
County watersheds. 
The Torrence Creek Restoration project (portions 
not funded by the CWMTF) will be used to generate 
compensatory stream and wetland mitigation credits 
that will be placed in the City of Charlotte Stream and 
Wetland Mitigation Bank.  The dollar value of these 
credits is anticipated to meet or exceed the cost of the 
project, enabling the County to pay back the ARRA loan 
and potentially have money left over to fund future green 
infrastructure projects. 
Finally, the County views green infrastructure projects 
as investments that will save capital costs on traditional 
(“gray”) infrastructure.  By improving the water quality 
and quantity functions of Torrence Creek and its floodplain, 
the County will save money on future water treatment and 
stormwater management infrastructure and maintenance. 
A Study in Community Action for Environmental 
Protection: The Raleigh Walnut Creek Wetland 
Center
James Brantley, City of Raleigh Department of City 
Planning
  
The story of the Walnut Creek Wetland Center 
is about evolution: from liability to asset, from dump 
to nature preserve, from embarrassment to pride.  This 
backwater place had been overlooked for decades 
until several community activists and local politicians 
collectively turned their attention to the area.  The Center 
is a case study of how persistence and a moral imperative 
can led to success.  The Center promotes interest in both 
the cultural and physical aspects of the wetlands, their 
history and use (and abuse) by humans, as well as their 
place in a healthy ecology.  
Context of the Project
The Walnut Creek Wetland Center is a 59-acre 
education and nature facility owned and operated by 
the City of Raleigh.  The site is located in southeast 
Raleigh just north of Interstate 40 and is part of the 
Walnut Creek basin, which includes much of south 
Raleigh.  The Center is located two miles from downtown 
Raleigh in the Walnut Creek floodplain, adjacent to the 
Rochester Heights neighborhood, St. Ambrose Episcopal 
Church and Carnage Middle School.  The Walnut Creek 
Greenway passes through the site.  Industrial brownfields 
are nearby, as are small commercial developments and 
neighborhoods.  Large parcels of land in the area are 
owned by the City of Raleigh and the State of North 
Carolina. 
Unlike the hilly environs of Crabtree Creek, which 
drains much of north Raleigh, the area around Walnut 
Creek consists mostly of low-lying land and hundreds of 
acres of wetlands that contribute to the Neuse River basin.
The area is very rich biologically.  Little Rock 
Creek enters the wetland from the north,  joining Walnut 
Creek.  These creeks flow together a few feet below the 
surface of the wetlands, which are marshy areas more or 
less saturated with water.  The water courses have slowly 
built up their own levees as a result of flooding.  Sediment 
deposits adjacent to the stream banks eventually raised 
the ground elevation, in some places by just a few inches. 
Drainage is often poor behind such natural levees, and 
water collects there, fed by runoff and flooding.  The 
Walnut Creek Greenway trail is located mostly on this 
slightly higher ground.
Numerous types of wildlife have been identified in 
the area.  Evidence of raccoons, ducks, muskrats, beavers, 
coyotes, mink, deer and dozens of bird species has been 
found.1  The stream course serves as a wildlife corridor, 
allowing species that are otherwise found in undeveloped 
lands to penetrate nearly into downtown Raleigh. The 
Walnut Creek wetlands were the source of many of the 
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first animal specimens collected by the North Carolina 
Museum of Natural History, contributing to the museum’s 
early renown for its particularly rich and complete 
specimen collection.2
Although the environmental fundamentals remain 
intact, the area is also very fragile.  Like many urban 
wetlands, the Wetland Center property has been abused 
for decades.  It has been used as an illegal dump by 
individuals, particularly for building debris, tires, 
furniture, and appliances.  Over time, most of the large 
trees were cut, so that shrubby undergrowth now prevails. 
In all programming for the Center, it is recognized that the 
restoration to pristine conditions will be a long process 
and perhaps an unachievable goal.
The Area Prior to the Wetland Project
Wetlands have traditionally been viewed as marginal 
areas.  While offering some opportunities for fishing, 
hunting, and trapping animals, as well as harvesting 
timber, they were otherwise considered useless wastelands 
that were for the most part impediments to agriculture and 
obstacles to travel.  Wetlands were considered unhealthy 
places that bred fevers and disease, serving as habitats 
for mosquitoes, poisonous snakes and the occasional 
alligator.
Up until the middle of the twentieth century, Walnut 
Creek and the wetlands were surrounded by farmland, 
much of it owned by African-Americans.  Clarence 
Lightner, the first African-American mayor of Raleigh, 
recalled:
My granddaddy [Calvin Lightner] had a dairy 
farm [along Walnut Creek], and after he stopped 
dealing with dairying and moved onto something 
else he literally gave the land away for housing.  
So where Rochester Heights is, Biltmore Hills, 
all that was our dairy farm. He gave [part of] it 
away for housing for black people because they 
couldn’t afford houses anywhere else. I used to 
go to the farm when I was a kid.  Well, some 
family members lived there, but we would go 
there mostly on weekends and it seemed like a 
long way, from Raleigh to the farm… but it was 
right here in town, literally.3
The neighborhoods that Dr. Lightner mentioned 
were the first mid-twentieth century suburban housing 
to be marketed specifically to African-Americans. 
Rochester Heights is a ranch house neighborhood west of 
St. Ambrose Episcopal Church and immediately adjacent 
to the wetlands and has suffered periodic flooding from 
Walnut Creek.  
Raleigh Walnut Creek Wetland Center.  Photo courtesy of Frank Harmon Architect PA.
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1996-2001:  Hurricane Fran and the Formation of 
Partners for Environmental Justice
In 1996, Hurricane Fran brought severe flooding 
to the Rochester Heights neighborhood, intensifying 
ongoing concerns by the St. Ambrose congregation over 
dumping into the wetlands and the need for flood risk 
mitigation.  Eventually through FEMA participation, 
the most flood-prone houses in Rochester Heights were 
purchased and demolished.  The State Street bridge over 
Walnut Creek was, and continues to be, a convenient 
dumping spot, with refuse plainly visible in the wetland 
around the bridge. 
Three nearby Episcopalian parishes decided to band 
together to help address the wetlands issues.  In 1998, the 
group Partners for Environmental Justice (the Partners) 
was established at St. Ambrose Church, chaired by local 
resident Dr. Norman Camp.  Dr. Camp, a member of St. 
Ambrose Church and an accomplished educator with 
long experience in environmental matters, began to think 
of the Walnut Creek wetlands in a different light, from 
a liability to an asset.  As a founding member of the 
Partners, Dr. Camp provided leadership and articulated 
the moral imperative for the restoration of the wetland. 
In addition to clearing junk and mitigating flood risks, 
the Partners saw an opportunity for the wetland to be a 
recreational, educational, and economic amenity.  Spurred 
by the group’s discussions, “Walnut Creek 2000,” the 
initial master plan for the area, was launched to promote 
the Walnut Creek wetlands as a community asset to be 
recognized and celebrated, with the ultimate goal of 
establishing an urban wetlands park.   
A significant component of Walnut Creek 2000 was 
education.  Through a grant from the North Carolina Water 
Conservation Trust Fund, the Partners engaged Robin 
Moore, professor of Landscape Architecture and leader 
of the National Learning Initiative, a research and design 
assistance program of the North Carolina State University 
(NCSU) College of Design.  The Natural Learning 
Initiative promotes children’s awareness and appreciation 
of the natural environment, through environmental 
design, action research, education, and dissemination of 
information.5  Professor Moore was tasked with guiding a 
community participation process for the development of a 
design program and master plan for a wetlands education 
park.  The development of the plan itself provided an 
educational experience by engaging an NCSU student 
team in the design process.  
The Walnut Creek 2000 initiative formed around 
ideas developed in a series of public charrettes.  The 
meetings attracted interest from a wide range of local 
citizens, NCSU and Shaw University faculty, and 
religious and secular partners from across the city.  The 
participants produced a list of goals and strategies, with 
the overarching goal of providing an environmental 
preserve that would also serve as an educational resource 
about wetlands.  
The project participants used the park master plan 
documents and brochures to advocate for the creation of a 
Walnut Creek wetland facility.  Policy makers, including 
local politicians, were the main targets of this campaign. 
The Walnut Creek 2000 leadership also used the design 
studio exhibition boards to promote interest within the 
community, the North Carolina Department of Natural 
Resources, Raleigh Department of Parks and Recreation 
and the Raleigh Parks Board, of which Professor Moore 
was then a member. 
After the conclusion of the planning exercise, 
community clean-ups were organized by the Partners 
twice a year. Tons of trash were removed from the 
wetlands, but old debris continues to re-surface.  As noted 
by area resident James Revis: 
I was one of the first members here [at St. 
Ambrose Church].  And we were also interested 
in keeping the area and environment clean. 
Twice a year, spring and the fall, we have a 
clean up where we go through the creeks; you 
Dr. Norman Camp on the Education Center:
“Well the education center is being built there 
on that property. We knew that having a facility 
owned by the city and maintained by the city 
will bring some awareness in the community 
that this is a valuable piece of property and 
should not be used for dumping trash. Also, 
there was a need to open up the whole arena 
of studying wetland ecosystems to the schools 
that surround this site. Carnage Middle School 
for instance, Fuller Elementary School, Ligon 
Middle School, and Washington Middle School, 
and the colleges that are located near by, all of 
these could benefit from some experience in the 
wild, in the environment. So it really opened up 
a vista for research and also a venue for kids to 
come and learn about wetlands and the value of 
wetlands. 
And this particular wetland, the Walnut 
Creek wetland is a special one because it’s in 
the heart of a black community that has had 
neglect in the past because of what it was, and 
what it is today. These are the things that we 
push because of history and because I have 
lived through these times and my own history. 
So we pushed hard to have this to happen. With 
my experience of coming to church here at St. 
Ambrose and jogging in this area, I understood 
the wildlife that I saw and treasured and knew 
that if we developed a wetland park here that 
other people could experience that kind of joy 
and enlightenment when they experience the 
wild creatures in an urban setting.”4 
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would be surprised by the things we pull out, 
television sets, automobile tires, and all that.  
We pile it all on the side of State Street, and the 
City picks it up and takes it to the dump.6
2002-2004:  Selecting the Site and Design Team
Out of the expansive wetland, the Partners decided 
to focus on the 59-acre area owned by the City of Raleigh 
and managed by the Raleigh Department of Parks and 
Recreation.  Nearby wetlands properties were owned by 
the State, among others, and had confused title issues, 
so the City-owned property proved to be the easiest to 
program.  The City of Raleigh, also, was an eager partner 
in the project.  The funds for the project were approved by 
Raleigh citizens in the 2003 Parks and Recreation Bond 
Referendum.
2005-2010:  Design, Construction, and Grand Opening
The City Council approved the project in July 2005, 
with a budget of $1.2 million.  The wetlands were funded 
in part by $500,000 in N.C. Clean Water Management 
Trust Fund money. 
The design team for the Center included Frank 
Harmon, architect; David Swanson, landscape architect; 
Design Dimensions; and the National Learning Initiative. 
Cynthia Rice, landscape architect, later joined the 
team.  The team produced a schematic design.  The only 
challenges during the design and construction of the 
building involved the building’s response to the wetland 
site.  Building above the ground on piers is not common 
in the Piedmont of North Carolina, which drew some 
concern from the City and Wake County about how 
emergency response vehicles could access the building.
In July 2009, the Walnut Creek Wetland Center 
officially opened.  The building has about 6,000 square 
feet of enclosed space, plus 1,200 square feet of deck 
overlooking the wetland.  The building contains a wet lab 
area, conference space, library, office, spaces for about 
three full-time and three part-time staff, and a display 
gallery.  All of the rooms are primarily accessed from 
the deck rather than through internal circulation, thereby 
encouraging visitors to go outside and participate in the 
environment.  
By design, the building responds directly to the site. 
Built on slender piers, any flood waters will pass relatively 
unobstructed below the structure.  The building relies on 
natural lighting, and each room receives daylight from 
at least two directions.  The narrow south-facing form, 
with a deep roof overhang providing shade in summer and 
sun in winter, allows the building to be opened for cross-
ventilation during the temperate seasons of the year.    
Evaluation and Next Steps
The stated mission of the Walnut Creek Urban 
Wetland Center is to promote understanding and 
protection of an urban wetland, enhance community 
pride, and encourage economic development. 
The Center operates in a very hands-on, participatory 
manner, with volunteers providing valuable help.  This 
involvement endows the facility with a strong underlying 
moral presence in the community.  With its history as a 
flood-prone dumping ground in an African-American 
community, the new Center shows that citizen initiative 
and ongoing support, with cooperation from the City of 
Raleigh, could produce something of pride in a previously 
neglected area.
The Center is the first “education” park in the 
Raleigh parks system.  In an early educational initiative, 
a field guide for the Center was prepared by students 
from Exploris Middle School; they also compiled an oral 
history of people who had experiences with the wetlands, 
and these materials are now used at the Center.  The Center 
is an example of a successful grassroots project with 
multiple community partners, including NCSU, the North 
Carolina Museum of Natural Science, Keep America 
Beautiful, local schools and churches, and many others. 
Hundreds of volunteers are involved in clean-ups and 
Exploris Middle School’s wildlife guide to the wetland center. 
Photo of cover image courtesy of James Brantley.
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promotional, fund raising, and advocacy activities.  The 
park is the most accessible environmental education and 
nature-based recreation resource in the city and provides 
an amenity for a previously underserved population in the 
neighboring community. 
Like most park projects, the Wetland Center will 
evolve in phases as additional funds and opportunities 
become available.  Due to its location, the Center is a 
crucial link in the overall Raleigh greenway plan.7
Access to the wetland is currently limited to the 
Walnut Creek Greenway which passes through the site, 
but eventually the wetlands will also be accessible via its 
own trail and boardwalk system.  As the greenway system 
continues to expand and evolve, direct connections will 
be available to downtown Raleigh and Pullen Park.  The 
Walnut Creek greenway between NCSU’s Centennial 
Campus and the Worthdale area in southeast Raleigh, a 
distance of about five miles, will be complete by 2012.
The planning and construction of the Center 
demonstrates the long-term payoff of volunteer efforts 
to coordinate a multi-stakeholder group. Continuity of 
leadership has been crucial. It will be interesting to see 
how fast and to what degree the park stimulates economic 
development nearby. 
Special thanks to Robin Moore from the NCSU College of 
Design, who provided a valuable timeline of the project; 
Dr. Norman Camp; Frank Harmon and Erin Sterling 
(Frank Harmon Architect, PA); Frank McKay (Exploris 
Middle School); Vic Lebsock (City of Raleigh Parks); 
Tiffany Frost (Walnut Creek Wetland Center); and 
Margaret Cotrufo (North Carolina Museum of Natural 
History).
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